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ABSTRACT 
 
Drawing on genre theory and examining action research studies in leading Information Systems 
(IS) journals, we develop the notion of compositional style as a tool to analyze and guide action 
research publication. Compositional styles represent how action researchers communicate 
contributions by selecting, emphasizing, and presenting certain elements of their research 
practices in articles. We identify and characterize five distinct compositional styles across the 
considered sample—from-the-trenches, area-of-concern investigation, framework investigation, 
problem-solving methodology investigation, and research methodology investigation. In 
addition, we show that action researchers within IS have favored certain compositional styles 
while leaving other options underexplored, we reveal important strengths and weaknesses in how 
studies are published, and we present exemplar articles that provide guidance on publishing 
action research in leading journals. Based on these results, we discuss how compositional styles 
can be used to develop and communicate contributions from action research studies and we offer 
directions for further developing action research writing and practices as an important approach 
to engaged scholarship within the IS field. 
Keywords: IS Action Research, Research Methodology, Compositional Style, Journal Article, 
Journal Publication, Academic Review 
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INTRODUCTION 
The central mission of scholars in professional schools such as business, engineering, 
medicine, and law is to conduct research that advances science while at the same time 
enlightening professional practices (Van de Ven 2007). Much published research is, however, 
“not contributing in intended ways to either science or practice” (p.2). Scholars therefore need 
to develop engaged forms of inquiry in which they obtain “different perspectives of key 
stakeholders (researchers, users, clients, sponsors, and practitioners) in studying complex 
problems” (p. 9). Business scholars have, as a consequence, adopted action research as one 
approach to engaged scholarship within disciplines like marketing (Perry & Gummesson 2004), 
management (Eden & Huxham 1996), operations (Coghlan & Coghlan 2002), and information 
systems (IS) (Chiasson, Germonprez & Mathiassen 2009).  
Action research “aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in an immediate 
problematic situation and to the goals of social science” (Rapoport 1970, p. 499). Action 
researchers are hence confronted with the dual goal of developing a solution to a practical 
problem which is of value to the people with whom they are working, while at the same time 
developing theoretical knowledge of value to a research community (Gustavsen 1993; Levin 
1993; McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006; Susman & Evered 1978). The required linking of theory 
and practice is pursued through different forms of cyclical and iterative processes (e.g., 
Baskerville & Wood-Harper 1998; Baburoglu & Ravn 1992; Checkland 1981; Chisholm & 
Elden 1993; Coghlan 2001). Susman and Evered’s model (1978) has been promoted as 
canonical action research (Davison, Martinsons & Kock 2004) and includes one or more cycles 
of (1) diagnosing (identifying or defining a problem); (2) action planning (considering 
alternative courses of action for problem-solving); (3) action taking (selecting and executing a 
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course of action); (4) evaluating (studying the consequences of the action); and (5) specifying 
learning (identifying general learning).  
Action research provides scholars with rich opportunities to bridge the gap between theory 
and practice often in combination with other research methods (Kock 2006; Mathiassen 2002; 
Mingers 2001). It is therefore not surprising that IS researchers over the past three decades 
increasingly have published action research studies (Baskerville & Wood-Harper 1998; 
Chiasson, Germonprez & Mathiassen 2009; Lau 1997; Narayanaswamy & Grover 2007). Yet, 
many IS researchers find it difficult to publish action research in the journals required for 
promotion and tenure and they are therefore reluctant to include action research into their 
portfolio of research methods. Against this backdrop, we have designed this research to help 
researchers and reviewers improve the quality, legitimacy, and acceptance of action research 
articles within the IS community.  
Drawing on genre theory and grounded in a review of action research studies in leading IS 
journals from 1982 to 2005, we develop the notion of compositional style as a tool to analyze 
and guide publication of action research studies. Compositional styles represent how action 
researchers communicate contributions by selecting, emphasizing, and presenting certain 
elements of their research practices in articles. We identify five distinct compositional styles 
across the considered sample—from-the-trenches, area-of-concern investigation, framework 
investigation, problem-solving methodology investigation, and research methodology 
investigation—and we discuss how compositional styles can be used to develop and 
communicate contributions from action research studies. Beyond offering compositional style 
as a contribution to action research methodology, our analysis shows that IS researchers have 
favored certain types of action research studies while leaving other options underexplored. 
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Moreover, while some articles offer exemplar guidance on how to communicate contributions, 
others suffer from significant weaknesses. Based on these insights, we offer actionable advice 
for how researchers can further develop action research writing and practices as an important 
approach to engaged scholarship within the IS discipline. 
COMPOSITIONAL STYLES: ANALYSIS OF GENRE REPERTOIRES 
We start out from the idea of analyzing research communication as genre repertoires which 
structure and are structured during research practice (Orlikowski & Yates 1994; Yates & 
Orlikowski 1992). From that perspective, compositional styles represent different ways in 
which researchers in their writing communicate their practices and their contributions. Our 
approach is hence consistent with genre analyses of texts and the mutability of genre elements 
across time and space within rhetoric, literary theory, media theory, and linguistics (Fowler 
1982). Similar to the use and development of genres to distinguish different ways in which 
critics characterize movies (e.g., comedy, thriller, adventure, and drama), our goal is to 
determine similar and different structures in the contents of action research articles in leading 
journals and to understand how particular compositional styles stabilize and change across time 
in response to a research community’s needs and expectations (Fowler 1982). Stabilization and 
change occur as a research community settles on particular textual structures which signal 
rigorous practice (i.e. stabilization), but also provide avenues for novelty and transformation of 
genres (i.e. change). 
Compositional styles are characteristic of genres in several ways. Compositional styles 
represent the conduct of researchers and represent injunctions and attempts to communicate 
methods and results to readers (Dubrow 1982). They are historically bound to current research 
practices within a community and they frame future research practices (Reichert 1978). They 
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are mutable yet definable in order to be actionable (Fowler 1982). However, while traditional 
genre analyses focus on plot, character, setting, and relationships, we focus on how action 
research texts typically include certain textual structures and styles to communicate rigor and 
novelty. For that reason, we adopt ‘compositional style’ rather than ‘genre’ as a core analytical 
concept. 
Compositional Elements in Action Research 
The compositional style concept is grounded in a critical analysis of action research studies 
published in leading IS journals (Webster & Watson 2002) in which we focused on the role 
played by the following compositional elements: area-of-concern under investigation (A), real-
world problem setting (P), conceptual framing of the investigation (F), method of investigation 
(M), and contributions to practice and theory (C). Theses compositional elements are adapted 
from Checkland’s (1991) action research framework and McKay and Marshall’s (2001, 2006) 
conception of how action researchers produce knowledge for both theory and practice through 
interacting problem-solving and research cycles. Attention to both the research and problem-
solving cycles produces various configurations of compositional elements as authors 
communicate contributions to the reader. 
Area-of-concern (A) is primarily associated with the research cycle and reflects the 
researcher’s interest in some body of knowledge within the literature. To analyze how A is 
represented in action research articles, we adopted Avgerou’s (2000) categorization of major 
research areas within IS research: organizational application of IT, the process of systems 
development, IS management, the organizational value of IS, and the societal impact of IS. 
The real-world problem setting (P) is primarily attached to the problem-solving cycle and 
represents the “practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation” (Rapoport 
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1970). The real-world problem setting is representative of the area-of-concern and constitutes the 
specific context in which researchers engage in “unstructured field experiments” and act as 
change agents (Baskerville & Wood-Harper 1998; McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006). We analyzed 
how P is represented in action research articles by determining if a problem setting and its 
concerns are clearly or vaguely specified.  
The conceptual framing (F) is introduced through the research cycle and can play different 
roles: it can be applied to guide actions during problem solving, it can be used to interpret data 
from the intervention into P, and it can emerge as a result of insights gained during the action 
research (Checkland 1991; McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006). There are two different forms of 
framing: one related to concepts and ideas found in the literature about the area of concern (A) 
which we call FA and the other related to general concepts and theories that are used to inform 
the study independent of A which we call FI, e.g., Structuration Theory (Giddens 1984) or Actor-
Network Theory (Latour 1987). As with P, we analyzed whether FA and FI are clearly or vaguely 
specified in the article.  
The adopted methods of investigation M are related to both the problem-solving and research 
cycles (McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006). We used MPS to represent the methods used to guide the 
problem-solving cycle, MR to represent the research methods reported in the article to guide the 
research cycle, and MC to focus on how action research cycles are specified in the articles. 
Keeping with our emphasis on compositional styles, we analyzed whether these are clearly or 
vaguely specified. 
Contributions typically include those to the problem setting (CP). In addition, articles can 
make contributions to different bodies of knowledge in the academic literature: empirical and 
conceptual contributions to the area-of-concern (CA and CFA respectively), contributions to 
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conceptual frameworks independent of A (CFI), contributions to problem-solving methods 
(CMPS), and contributions to research methods (CMR). We analyzed whether and how these types 
of contributions are explicated in an article.  
Compositional Styles in Action Research 
Grounded in our analysis of action research articles in leading IS journals, we identified five 
compositional styles by focusing on the contribution elements (C) communicated in the research 
texts. The rationale for this emphasis is that C defines the unique contributions to practice and 
theory from an action research study, whereas A, P, F, and M elements report on ideas and 
methods that were used to structure the research direction and processes, and to justify the 
importance of the contributions. The resulting styles are archetypes that reflect how the primary 
contribution of an article is rendered in action research texts. Other secondary compositional 
styles could also be evident in an article, depending on the complexity of the project, the data, 
and the paper. Table 1 summarizes the definitions of the five compositional styles. 
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Table 1: Compositional styles in action research articles 
Style Definition Variants 
From-the-trenches 
Focus on P or A with insights 
from the field emphasizing 
practical problem solving 
which could lead to research 
contributions. 
 
 
Area-of-concern 
Investigation 
Contribution to A or FA within 
a particular research setting.
  
Empirical: Contribution to an 
area of concern through new 
empirical insights. 
Conceptual: Contribution to 
an area of concern through a 
critique or refinement of area 
of concern framework 
concepts. 
Framework 
Investigation 
Contribution to FI with new 
knowledge on frameworks 
independent of A for studying 
IS practices. 
Critique: Emphasis on 
assessment, reflection, or 
critique of conceptual 
frameworks independent of A. 
Development: Emphasis on 
developing new or revised 
conceptual frameworks 
independent of A. 
Problem-solving 
Methodology 
Investigation 
Contribution to MPS with new 
knowledge about problem-
solving methods 
Critique: Emphasis on 
assessment, reflection, or 
critique of existing problem-
solving methods. 
Development: Emphasis on 
developing new or revised 
problem-solving methods. 
Research 
Methodology 
Investigation 
Contribution to MR with new 
knowledge on action research 
methods. 
Critique: Emphasis on the 
assessment, reflection, or 
critique of existing research 
methods. 
Development: Emphasis on 
developing new or revised 
research methods. 
 
From-the-trenches articles present their primary contribution as insights to P or A from field 
experiences. These articles emphasize practical findings over and above their contributions to 
specific bodies of theory or concepts found in the existing academic literature. Hasan et al. 
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(2000) represent this style, exploring emergent strategies for developing multi-dimensional 
databases from four case experiences. The authors conclude that a “middle-out” approach to 
design was preferred to either top-down or bottom-up design. The study focuses on a specific 
problem and problem domain and reveals case-specific practical findings and issues (P and A).  
 Area-of-concern investigations emphasize contribution to A or FA within a particular area-
of-concern, through two variants: empirical, where the contribution is primarily through new 
empirical insights about A and conceptual, where the contribution is primarily a critique or 
refinement of existing area-of-concern frameworks (FA). Ibbott and O’Keefe (2004) is an 
example of an empirical investigation with a contribution to how trust between partners allowed 
an improvisational approach to the development of an inter-organizational system (A). Although 
the system was based on an existing framework regarding inter-organizational systems, the 
highlighting of trust issues provides an important refinement of existing area-of-concern insights. 
Straub and Welke (1998) illustrate a conceptual area-of-concern investigation as they present a 
framework for IS security, which is subsequently used to assess security risks in an organization. 
While similar to Ibbott and O’Keefe (2004) in terms of contributions to A, the tenor of this 
article emphasizes a new conceptual framework for security (FA).  
Framework investigations focus on theory independent of the area-of-concern (FI). These 
articles differ from area-of-concern investigations by drawing on and primarily contributing to 
theoretical ideas beyond A generated from studying IS practices. There are two types of this 
style: critique, with an emphasis on assessment, reflection, or critique of an existing FI and the 
development of a new or revised FI. Kock (1998) illustrates a critique-focused framework 
investigation. In a study of business process improvement in a university, the author illustrates 
how users are able to adopt and overcome the limitations of a lean medium (e-mail conferencing 
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tool) to produce perceived process improvement success. The study demonstrates a critique of 
media richness theory within the IS literature. With respect to development-focused framework 
investigations, we found no articles with this primary compositional style. 
Problem-solving methodology investigations emphasize contribution to organizational 
problem-solving (MPS) within a particular domain of IS practice with two distinct variants: 
critique, where the emphasis is on assessment, reflection, or critique of existing problem-solving 
methods and development, with an emphasis on developing new or revised problem-solving 
methods. Davison and Martinsons (2002) illustrate a critique-focused investigation by addressing 
the disempowering of employees through a process that is supposed to empower them. An 
analysis of contextual conditions which prompted this outcome is provided. Baskerville and 
Stage (1996) illustrate development-focused investigation with a risk-based approach to 
prototype development. Their problem-solving methodology is assessed in a practical 
development project through eleven stages and two prototypes.  
Research methodology investigations emphasize contribution to MR through new knowledge 
of action research methods. Again there are two variants: critique, with emphasis on assessment, 
reflection, or critique of existing research methods and development, with an emphasis on 
developing new or revised research methods. Thompson (2002) illustrates a critique-focused 
investigation. This article represents a recent trend in action research methodology—the use of 
interpretive and grounded theoretical approaches to construct individual and collective meaning 
during systems development and implementation. In Thompson’s case, the study is informed by 
mixed results in implementing a health information system in South Africa. We label this as a 
critique compositional style because of its emphasis on existing interpretive approaches to 
system implementation. Mathiassen (2002) illustrates a development-focused investigation 
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proposing a new approach to action research that strikes a balance between rigor and relevance 
through collaborative research practices. The value of the action research method is illustrated 
through various case studies of software process improvement.  
ACTION RESEARCH IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS JOURNALS  
Using these compositional elements and styles, we conducted a critical analysis of all action 
research articles in leading IS journals (Webster & Watson 2002) between 1982 and 2005. We 
conducted searches in the EuclidPLUS library catalog and research databases, including CiteSeer 
ABI/Inform. We focused on leading journals identified from IS World’s journal list (Saunders 
2008) and included journals that were highly ranked on the list, focused on traditional IS 
research topics, and were likely to publish action research studies. The selected articles had the 
phrase ‘action research’ in the title, abstract, keyword, or body of the article. From the large 
number of articles that met this criterion, we read in detail the research methods sections to 
identify articles with action research as an important method of study. In all, we identified 63 
articles in 10 leading IS journals, see Table 2 and Appendix A. 
Table 2: Action research articles in leading IS journals 
Journal Total 
ITP: Information Technology & People 16 
ISJ: Information Systems Journal 11 
MISQ: Management Information Systems Quarterly 10 
EJIS: European Journal of Information Systems 7 
I&O: Information & Organization 7 
DataBase: The DataBase for the Advances in Information Systems 5 
I&M: Information & Management 4 
JMIS: Journal of Management Information Systems 3 
ISR: Information Systems Research 0 
JAIS: Journal of the Association for Information Systems 0 
Total 63 
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It is interesting to note that most studies are published in only a handful of leading IS 
journals; 51 (81%) are published in ITP, ISJ, MISQ, EJIS or I&O. Also, it is worth noting that 
for two of these journals, ITP and MISQ, a portion of the articles (3 and 6 respectively) were 
published in a special issue on action research. Other leading IS journals account for only a 
minor portion (19%) of the studies. We also examined the frequency of action research articles in 
leading IS journals over time. Table 3 shows a considerable increase over the period 1982-2005 
in the number of studies with a steep increase beyond the mid 1990s. Only three studies (5%) 
were published during the first twelve years, while the last four years account for nearly half 
(44%) of the articles. 
Table 3: IS action research articles across years 
Year 
 
Number of Action 
Research Articles 
Total Number of 
Articles 
% of Action Research 
Studies 
82-85 1 261 0.38% 
86-89 0 493 0.00% 
90-93 2 659 0.30% 
94-97 9 769 1.17% 
98-01 23 845 2.72% 
02-05 28 987 2.86% 
Total  63 4014 1.57% 
 
ANALYSIS OF COMPOSITIONAL STYLES 
We systematically coded how the A, P, F, M and C compositional elements (Checkland 
1991; McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006) were represented in each article based on the coding 
scheme in Table 4. The coding required a full read of the text in each article to determine 
whether an element was vaguely or clearly specified or explicated or not explicated. Two authors 
coded each article independently. Where inconsistency was evident between the two coders, the 
third author was brought in to mediate until 100% agreement was achieved for every article. In 
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all, less than 15% of the articles involved some element of disagreement, i.e., there was 
approximately 85% consistency between the two coders. 
Table 4: Compositional elements in action research articles 
(Adapted from Checkland 1991; McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006) 
Construct Definition Variables 
A Area-of-concern under 
investigation 
Organizational application of IT 
The process of systems development  
IS management 
The organizational value of IS 
The societal impact of IS 
P Real-world problem setting Clearly specified 
Vaguely specified 
FA Framing based on concepts from A  Clearly specified 
Vaguely specified 
FI Framing based on concepts 
independent of A 
Clearly specified 
Vaguely specified 
MPS Problem-solving method Clearly specified 
Vaguely specified 
MR Research method Clearly specified 
Vaguely specified 
MC Action research cycles Clearly specified 
Vaguely specified 
CP Contributions to P Explicated 
Not explicated  
CA Contributions to A Explicated 
Not explicated 
CFA Contributions to F in support of A Explicated 
Not explicated 
CFI Contributions to F independent of A Explicated 
Not explicated 
CMPS Contributions to problem-solving 
methodology 
Explicated 
Not explicated 
CMR Contributions to research 
methodology 
Explicated 
Not explicated 
 
As a second step, we identified and developed compositional styles (see Table 1) through a 
dialectical process (Mason 2004) to summarize the compositional strategy of the articles. 
Initially, we used brainstorming and critical debate to identify six styles based on our reading of 
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these studies and our own experiences with action research. These initial six composition styles 
were: from-the-trenches, problem-solving, new-solution, theory-assessment, theory-
development, and methodology-innovation. We maintained these styles as exemplars for what 
we were trying to develop throughout the coding of compositional elements in the 63 articles. 
However, as the coding converged, we realized the important role played by the contribution 
element (C) in shaping the content and structure of each article, and how the P, A, F and M 
elements were represented in support of C.  
As a third step, we then re-examined the discussion and conclusion sections of each article 
and identified patterns that characterized how authors presented different Cs, supported by the 
use of P, A, F and M (e.g., explication of solution to P, empirical insights into A, use and critique 
of concepts about A, use and critique of concepts independent of A, new and revised concepts of 
MPS, and, new and revised concepts of MR). Based on these patterns, we revised the initial six 
compositional styles and applied the new categories (see Table 1) to characterize the primary 
compositional style in each article around the primary contribution. This process was iterative 
and involved ongoing discussions between all three authors. In the final coding of primary 
compositional style we experienced less than 10% inconsistency between the two coders. The 
detailed coding of compositional elements and styles is summarized in Appendix A. 
As a final step, we conducted a detailed analysis of exemplar articles for each compositional 
style. This step was inspired by a similar analysis by Locke and Golden-Biddle, which focused 
on how organization researchers textually construct contributions in journal articles (1997). Our 
goal was to reveal patterns from exemplar studies that can help action researchers publish in 
leading journals. 
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Descriptive Results 
Table 5 summarizes variations and trends in area-of-concern across the sample. The majority 
of studies focus on the process of systems development (46%), with a smaller number focused on 
organizational application of IT (17.5%), IS management (17.5%), and the organizational value 
of IS (17.5%). There is only one example of the societal impact of IS (1.5%). There are some 
changes from early studies (1982-2000) to more recent studies (2001-2005) with a major 
increase in the process of systems development (from 35% to 56%) and moderate decreases in 
the organizational application of IT (from 23% to 13%) and the organizational value of IS (from 
23% to 13%). 
Table 5: Area-of-concern (A) 
Variable 1982-2000 2001-2005 Total 
Organizational application of IT 7 4 11 
The process of systems development 11 18 29 
IS management 6 5 11 
The organizational value of IS 7 4 11 
The societal impact of IS 0 1 1 
 
Keeping in mind that we coded all contributions in each article, Table 6 summarizes 
variations and trends in the communicated contributions. With minor variation across the two 
time periods, 83% of the articles explicate a contribution to the problem under investigation (CP) 
and 94% explicate an empirical or conceptual contribution to the area-of-concern under 
investigation (CA). Thirty-five percent of the articles explicate a contribution to frameworks 
independent of A (CFI) with a major increase between the two periods (from 26% to 44%). In 
terms of action research methodology, 62% explicate a contribution to problem-solving methods 
(CMPS) with a major increase between the two periods (from 52% to 72%). Finally, 40% 
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explicate a contribution to research methodology (CMR) with a major increase between the two 
periods (from 26% to 53%). 
Table 6: Contributions (C) 
Construct 1982-2000 2001-2005 Total 
Contribution to P  25 27 52 
Contribution to A and/or FA 29 30 59 
Contribution to FI 8 14 22 
Contribution to MPS 16 23 39 
Contribution to MR 8 17 25 
 
Table 7 summarizes variations and trends in compositional style across the sample. The 
from-the-trenches style accounts for 13% of the articles with a major drop between the two time 
periods (from 23% to 3%). The area-of-concern investigation style accounts for 22% of the 
articles; of these, 86% were empirical-focused and 14% were conceptual-focused. Little to no 
change was observed between time periods. The framework investigation style accounts for 6% 
of the articles, all using a critique-focused approach and with an increase between the two time 
periods (from 3% to 9%). The problem-solving methodology style accounts for 33% of the 
articles with 29% critique-focused and 71% development-focused. Both categories show 
increases between the two time periods: critique (from 6% to 13%) and development (from 19% 
to 28%). The research methodology style accounts for 25% of the articles with 56% critique-
focused and 44% development-focused. The critique-focused style shows little change while the 
development-focused shows an increase between the two time periods (from 6% to 16%). 
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Table 7: Compositional styles in IS action research 
Style 1982-2000 2001-2005 Total 
From-the-trenches 7 1 8 
Area-of-concern Investigation - Empirical 6 6 12 14 Area-of-concern Investigation - Conceptual 2 0 2 
Framework Investigation - Critique 1 3 4 4 Framework Investigation - Development 0 0 0 
Problem-solving Methodology - Critique 2 4 6 21 Problem-solving Methodology - Development 6 9 15 
Research Methodology - Critique 5 4 9 16 Research Methodology - Development 2 5 7 
 
Interpretive Results 
Inspired by Locke and Golden-Biddle’s analysis of how organization researchers textually 
construct research contributions in journal articles (1997), we analyzed how exemplar articles 
have explicated and clearly specified certain compositional elements to communicate their 
research contributions. These exemplars offer important illustrations of how IS action 
researchers have effectively communicated contributions to the academic literature.  
Area-of-concern investigation - empirical. Olesen and Meyers (1999) study of IT-enabled 
organizational communication (A) employs theories from the area-of-concern (FA) related to 
computer supported cooperative work (CSCW), group support systems (GSS), and group 
decision support systems (GDSS). Structuration Theory is employed as an independent theory 
(FI) to argue that communication technology is critical for defining structures within an 
organization. Olesen and Myers suggest that management practices and ‘good’ communication 
give meaning to social structures within an organization. On that basis, they “explore how IT 
(and specifically, groupware) can facilitate communication and collaboration” (pg. 323).  
Using action research methodology (M), the authors attempted to change organizational 
communication in a university by addressing the amount of time taken to schedule organizational 
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meetings (P). In planning and taking action, they recommended and installed Lotus Notes to 
address identified communication problems. However, the documented results demonstrate that 
problems were not resolved through the IT-enabled intervention (CP) because power issues 
restricted organizational change.  
Olesen and Myers conclude that GSS tools developed and assessed in a lab environment 
encounter specific challenges in real-world organizational settings. They show how specific 
interpretive schemes, management support and resources, and cultural norms affected how IT 
was adopted. The result is an empirical contribution to organizational communication (CA) 
through a critique of existing theory about A (FA) based on the restricted realization of 
organizational value from IT in the problem setting (CP). 
Area-of-concern investigation - conceptual. Straub and Welke (1998) develop a model (FA) 
of factors affecting a manager’s perception of system risk (A) based on Goodhue and Straub 
(1991) (FA). The model offers an actionable approach to system risk, grounded in deterrence 
theory (FI), which suggests that the four actions of deterrence, prevention, detection, and 
remedies provide an approach to risk reduction. 
Action research (M) was used to introduce the model to a single company attempting to 
reduce system risk (P). Following model introduction, Straub and Welke informally introduced a 
security training program and then assigned methods to the deterrence feedback model to 
produce an organizational ‘countermeasure matrix.’  
The paper provides model-based guidelines for managing system risks (A), drawing on 
documented practical results (CP). Hence, the paper is an area-of-concern conceptual 
investigation offering a deterrence feedback model with guidelines (FA) as a framework for 
reducing system risk (A). This contribution (CA) provides companies with an actionable 
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approach to risk management and academics with a generalizable and theory-derived (FI) 
framework in the area of system risk (A).  
The communication of area-of-concern contributions in these two articles (empirical and 
conceptual) is summarized in Figure 1. In both cases, P, A, FA, FI and M informed the paper’s 
research questions and action research practices that eventually led to practical results in the 
problem setting (CP). The two exemplars communicate rigorous approaches and novel 
contributions through configurations of P, A, FA, FI, M and CP. The primary contributions are 
either back to an existing area-of-concern through an empirical investigation (empirical) or 
towards new concepts of an area-of-concern framework (conceptual).  
Figure 1: Communicating area-of-concern and framework contributions 
 
Framework investigation - critique. Chiasson (2002) investigates the development of an e-
commerce system at a new venture firm (P). Although the paper is set around a systems 
development project, the author focuses on how IT is applied in organizations (A). The study is 
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informed by Structuration Theory (FI), with a particular interest in how human agency affects 
and is affected by IT.  
With respect to methodology (M), Chiasson employed prototyping (MPS) to explore the joint 
evolution of an e-commerce system and organizational practices for the startup company (P). In 
addition, documentation was collected (MR) to explore the co-structuring of IT and 
organizational practices as well as Structuration Theory’s ability to explain entrepreneurial 
activities in this particular problem setting. 
The study’s research question originates from FI and contributes back to FI. Based on 
documented practical results (CP), the goals and consequences of adopting Structuration Theory 
(FI) in relation to the use of IT in organizations (A) are considered and critiqued. It is found that 
researchers should place great emphasis on the roles actors play in the agency-structure 
relationship (CFI).  
Framework investigation - development. There were no framework development 
investigations in the considered sample. Such an action research study (M) would use insights 
from intervention into a problem setting (P) in some area-of-concern (A) to develop social 
theories (FI) which extend beyond P and A. In this scenario, the developed FI would draw on 
documented results from the intervention (CP) to inform studies outside of the IS domain from 
which it arises. For example, an action research study (M) of IT-enabled social networking (A) 
in a particular business context (P) could be used to develop general theories about the digital 
economy and the changing nature of social participation providing an FI which transcends A.  
The communication of framework contributions in these two cases (critique and 
development) is summarized in Figure 1. In both cases, P, A, FA, FI, M and CP are introduced to 
shape the research motivation, question, and action research practice. Following a documented 
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practical contribution (CP), a framework investigation primarily communicates a contribution to 
theory independent of A (FI), whether as framework critique or framework development.  
Problem-solving methodology investigation - critique. Davison and Martinsons (2002) 
explore systems development through a business process re-engineering project (A) at a Hong 
Kong business (P). They rely on an extensive set of concepts from empowerment in systems 
development (FA) and organizational culture (FI) to explore the ability of re-engineering projects 
to empower workers.  
Davison and Martinsons engaged in canonical action research (MR) (Susman and Evered, 
1978), and GSS processes were invoked to assist with action-taking (MPS). GSS processes 
allowed for the CIO to interact with employees to implement new business processes. They also 
provided a rich data set coming from discussions and idea generation to inform the research 
cycle.  
Unexpectedly, the GSS process lead to enslavement of workers during business process re-
engineering, instead of empowerment (CP). The study thus shows how GSS processes targeted at 
empowerment were circumvented and thwarted in a particular cultural context. As a result, 
Davison and Martinsons critique the contextual dependence of the adopted problem-solving 
methods and their outcomes (CMPS). 
Problem-solving methodology investigation - development. Henfridsson and Lindgren 
(2005) explore a systems development project (A) in a Scandinavian auto manufacturer (P). The 
research focuses on the use of ubiquitous computing (FA) with a particular emphasis on mobility, 
context, and locality (FI).  
They used prototyping (MPS) to explore how new ways of thinking about contextual issues 
guided and assisted the development of mobile systems based on ubiquitous IT. Additionally, 
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they adopted specific techniques to collect meeting data (MR). Throughout the study, action 
research (M) played a strong role to support both problem solving and research cycles.  
Beyond their contributions to the development of new mobile solutions within the auto 
manufacturer (CP), their method of problem solving is presented and argued to be relevant to an 
emerging area of IT design (CMPS). The new problem-solving method is based on three broad 
criteria: use patterns, services, and context-awareness. Each criterion is argued to be applicable 
across a broad set of design situations involving ubiquitous computing (A).  
The communication of problem-solving methodology contributions in these two examples 
(critique and development) is summarized in Figure 2. In both cases, P, A, FA, FI, MPS, MR and 
CP inform the research questions and action research practices. Based on documentation of 
practical results in the problem setting (CP), a problem-solving methodology investigation 
primarily contributes to problem solving within A (CMPS), whether as critique of existing or 
development of new methods.  
Figure 2: Communicating methodology contributions 
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Research methodology investigation - critique. Baskerville and Pries-Heje (1999) provide a 
critical analysis of how theory development during action research can be improved (CMR). 
Specifically, they critique how grounded theory techniques can be embedded in a study’s area of 
concern (A) and how grounded theory can “improve the action research method” (pg. 2) and its 
acceptance with other academic researchers (CMR).  
Their action research study focused on the examination of development tools which could 
help improve system development outcomes (P) during systems prototyping (MPS). In doing so, 
they used McKay and Marshall’s action research model (2001, 2006) to identify concepts from 
systems development theory (FI) that were present in the studied organization. Baskerville and 
Pries-Heje used an open coding scheme, interview surveys (MR), and three action research cycles 
to evaluate how action research can be strengthened through attention to the relationships 
between informing theory (FI) and practical action research methods (MPS). They considered 
how practical findings regarding prototype development (MPS) could be theorized into the 
academic literature (CFI) and practice (CFA) and at the same time how theory-inspired action 
(CFI) can inform prototyping (CMPS).  
The primary focus of this research is on the critique of existing action research 
methodologies. While there are method development components to the research, Baskerville 
and Pries-Heje stop short of providing explicit techniques or principles for action research. What 
they provide is a critical analysis of grounded theory into action research to which future 
research can respond. 
Research methodology investigation - development. Braa et al. (2004) examine sustainable 
and scalable IT-enabled health care practices in developing countries (P). They specifically look 
at the societal impact that the design, development, and implementation of IT can have on 
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improving health care (A). The research aims to develop action research such that it is more 
approachable, scalable, and sustainable to researchers (CMR).  
Braa et al. used action research (M) to structure the processes of support, development, 
implementation, and education of healthcare information systems (A). Years of field work and 
surveys across nine countries (MR) provided insight on how networks of action can be built in a 
constructive manner such that they are appropriate for future healthcare applications (CFA).  
In doing so, they develop a research methodology contribution by suggesting how to 
improve the stability and control implied in action research projects. They illustrate, through 
their field work (MR), how action research projects can provide tools for practitioners so that 
they can successfully handle future health care projects (CMPS). They argue that published 
action research models generally are quite flexible and that this flexibility is critical in the 
movement from research to practice and back again (CMR). Based on this insight, they 
recommend action researchers engage actors across a variety of interests to ensure sustainability 
through a robust network of actors and practices (CMR).  
The communication of research methodology contributions in these two examples (critique 
and development) is summarized in Figure 2 with P, A, FA, FI, MPS, MR and CP informing the 
research questions and action research practices. Based on documentation of issues associated 
with research practices academic reporting (MR), a research methodology investigation primarily 
contributes to research associated with MR (CMR), whether as critique of existing or development 
of new methods.  
DISCUSSION 
Action research offers unique opportunities to reveal data during problem-solving activities 
in a real-world setting to develop practically relevant theoretical knowledge (Gustavsen 1993; 
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Levin 1993; Rapoport 1970; Susman & Evered 1978; Van de Ven 2007). There is already a 
considerable diversity of approaches available to help researchers design and organize such 
studies (e.g., Baskerville & Wood-Harper 1998; Baburoglu & Ravn 1992; Checkland 1981; 
Chisholm & Elden 1993; Coghlan 2001; Koch 2006; Mathiassen 2002; Susman & Evered 1978). 
Despite or perhaps because of this, many IS researchers do not engage in action research because 
they fear this approach will prevent them from developing the type of journal articles required 
for promotion and tenure. When researchers do engage in action research studies, they often find 
it challenging to report the complex and diverse insights that emerge consistent with the 
requirements of leading academic journals. Despite these concerns, there is no conceptual or 
empirical knowledge in the academic literature on how action researchers select, emphasize, and 
present elements of their research practices to communicate contributions in journal articles. 
Motivated by these issues, the goals of this study were to establish and use the notion of 
compositional style as a tool for analyzing and guiding action research publication and to provide 
a critical review of compositional styles in action research studies in leading IS journals. In line 
with the work on genres, compositional styles reveal particular patterns in research texts that 
point to particular times (i.e. year) and places (i.e. journals) where certain styles were stabilized, 
and other moments when styles were changing. Consistent with Baskerville & Wood-Harper 
(1998), our study highlights how action research texts conform and diverge as communities of 
action researchers select, emphasize, and present compositional elements into styles in order to 
promote their work and practices as both rigorous and novel.  
In the following, we discuss the contributions of our study based on the results presented 
above. We first discuss major findings about action research publication in leading IS journals. 
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We then turn to a discussion of the notion of compositional style as a contribution to action 
research methodology. Finally, we discuss implications for action research practice. 
IS Action Research Articles 
Contrary to conventional wisdom, there is a considerable body of action research studies 
published in leading IS journals with a total of 63 articles from 1982 to 2005. A mentioned, a 
majority of these articles (81%) are published in only a handful of journals (ITP, ISJ, MISQ, 
EJIS or I&O). Only three articles (5%) were published during the first twelve years, while the 
last four years account for nearly half of the articles (44%). The majority of studies (46%) focus 
on the process of systems development with a major increase between the two time periods 
(1982-2000 and 2001-2005) from 35% to 56%. This strong focus on one particular area-of-
concern (A) can be explained partly by the constructive nature and practice-orientation of IS 
development research and partly by the fact that IS development is project-based allowing action 
researchers to directly relate problem-solving practice and theory. Still, other areas of concern 
are also well represented—organizational application of IT (17.5%), IS management (17.5%), 
and the organizational value of IS (17.5%)—demonstrating that action research applies broadly 
to the investigation of most areas within IS. Only one of Avgerou’s (2000) areas, the societal 
impact of IS (1.5%), is weakly represented. This can be explained by the difficulties related to 
organizing action research studies beyond the individual and organizational levels of analysis. 
We found considerable variation in compositional styles across the sample. A significant 
number of articles (59%) have adopted one of the two methodology styles (see Table 1 and Table 
7). Problem-solving methodology is the dominant compositional style (33%) suggesting that IS 
researchers find it useful to adopt action research to develop new procedural knowledge in 
response to challenges in IS practice. There is also considerable emphasis on research 
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methodology (25%) suggesting that IS researchers are concerned with understanding and 
addressing the complexities involved in action research. In contrast, area-of-concern 
investigations (22%) and framework investigations (6%) appear underexplored as compositional 
styles. In particular, it is worth noting that conceptual area-of-concern investigations and 
framework investigations account for only 10% of the published articles. The from-the-trenches 
compositional style accounts for 13% of the articles. Consistent with the increased focus on 
theory-driven and theory-relevant work within the field, there is a major drop in from-the-
trenches articles between the two time periods (from 23% to 3%).  
Our analyses of compositional styles also reveal important weaknesses in how some articles 
communicate particular compositional elements. The problem setting (P) is only clearly specified 
in 84% of the articles. Even though these studies represent the vast majority, it is surprising that 
P is not clearly specified in all articles and that there is a decrease in the specification of P 
between the two time periods (from 87% to 81%). Emphasis on research methods, cross-case 
analysis and the increasing emphasis of theoretical concepts from A or independent of A may be 
increasing the difficulty of presenting detailed problem setting characteristics within the page 
limits of a typical journal article. However, action research studies are embedded in a specific 
problem setting (Rapoport 1970; Susman & Evered 1978), and a clear specification of P is 
required to present the contextual aspects of a study (Pettigrew 1987) and to discuss 
transferability of findings to other contexts (Checkland & Holwell 1998, 2006).  
Moreover, only 79% of the articles include a clear specification of a conceptual framing (FA 
or FI). It is often stated that a clear specification of F is important, because it grounds a study in 
previous research (FA) and it supports the analysis of data and the generation of theoretical 
contributions (FA and FI) (Checkland 1991; Mason 2004; McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006). The 
                             Sprouts - http://sprouts.aisnet.org/9-35
articles with a vaguely specified FA and FI tend to focus either on methodology or extensive 
detail about P in compositional styles like from-the-trenches. The writing is often driven by a 
desire to investigate a new problem domain or develop grounded theory. However, to more 
effectively communicate new insights on topics of theoretical interest to future research, authors 
are advised to critique or develop the theoretical assumptions and implications of the study.  
Concerning communication of methods of investigation, the problem-solving method (MPS) 
is only clearly specified in 63%, the research method (MR) in 63%, and the action research cycles 
(MC) in 62% of articles. These numbers raise important questions since MPS and MR constitute 
key characteristics of any action research design (Checkland 1991; Davison, Martinsons & Kock 
2004; McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006) and articles in leading journals require clarity on M. 
While there is a major increase when it comes to MPS (from 52% to 75%) and a moderate 
increase in articles with clearly specified MR (from 58% to 69%), there is a moderate decrease in 
articles with a clearly specified MC (from 71% to 53%). A possible explanation of this trend is 
the challenges authors face in representing the complex cyclical processes of action research 
within the constraints of journal publication. As authors more clearly specify MPS and MR to 
improve the explanation and rigor of their research, they may drop the explication of MC to keep 
the article within publishing guidelines. In fact, the recent special issue of action research studies 
in MISQ emphasized rigorous specification and evaluation of MR (Baskerville & Meyers 2004). 
As a result, the six articles published in this special issue cover 26, 32, 40, 38, 34, and 29 pages 
(average of 33.2 pages); in comparison, the average number of pages in all other research articles 
published in MISQ during 2004 was 27.5.  
It is surprising that the considered articles typically communicated several contributions. Table 6 
shows that the 63 articles explicate 197 contributions, 145 of which are to theory beyond the 
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problem setting. These numbers suggest that IS action researchers on average communicate 2.3 
contributions to the academic literature per article in addition to contributions to the problem 
setting. Moreover, there was a major increase in the number of reported academic contributions 
(from 2.0 to 2.6) per article between the two time periods. This suggests potential underreporting 
of the pathways taken in the discovery of the reported contributions. Obviously, this emphasis on 
C provides less space to effectively communicate the research and problem-solving pathways 
taken to arrive at C. In some cases, it might be warranted because the presented Cs are highly 
interrelated. In other cases, a stronger emphasis on fewer Cs would allow authors to make a 
stronger case for a particular primary contribution, and how this was achieved and developed 
through other compositional elements, providing additional rigor and clearer logic.  
Compositional Styles in Action Research 
Our study of compositional styles in action research articles in leading IS journals is the first 
attempt to empirically apply and validate Checkland’s (1991) and McKay and Marshall’s (2001, 
2006) widely cited concepts about A, P, F, M, and C. As discussed above, our analyses led to 
important insights into differences, strengths and weaknesses across the considered sample, 
hence providing evidence of the usefulness of the compositional elements as analytical tools. 
Also, our empirical analyses formed the basis for elaborating and adapting the original 
compositional elements to better capture key aspects of publication practices. The resulting 
constructs, definitions, and variables are summarized in Table 4. 
As a contribution to action research methodology, we have established compositional style as 
an aggregate notion of how elements are combined to communicate contributions in leading 
academic journals. Similar to genre as distinctive types of text (Fowler 1982), we defined a 
compositional style as a distinct way in which authors select, emphasize, and present various 
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compositional elements to highlight their action research practices and contributions. We 
described how exemplar articles combined compositional elements to communicate 
contributions to the academic literature (see Figures 1 and 2). We also applied the notion of 
compositional style to identify five distinct compositional styles of action research texts which 
emphasize particular contributions: from-the-trenches, area-of-concern investigation, framework 
investigation, problem-solving methodology investigation, and research methodology 
investigation. These results provide evidence of the usefulness of the notion of compositional 
style as a tool for analyzing action research articles and for understanding how publication 
practices stabilize and change across time and space in response to the research community’s 
expectations of rigor and novelty. The resulting constructs, definitions, and variables related to 
compositional styles are summarized in Table 1. 
We have found no previous studies of compositional styles or genres of journal articles based 
on action research or other research methodologies. However, the notion of compositional style 
has important parallels to existing literature. First, similar to Locke and Golden-Biddle’s (1997) 
study of how organizational researchers construct contributions, action research articles differ 
based on the textual strategies used to communicate contributions. Locke and Golden-Biddle’s 
focus is on how authors construct contribution by problematizing the existing literature and 
presenting a coherent response to the identified gap. In contrast, our focus is on how action 
researchers select, emphasize, and present different compositional elements in justifying and 
emphasizing their contributions. Second, the notion of compositional style focuses on the same 
theme as the literature on the structure of scientific writing (e.g., Day 1971, 1991; Gopen & 
Swan 1990), namely how researchers write convincing texts. The emphasis in the literature on 
the structure of scientific writing is, however, on sciences and on how a scientist can best 
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structure articles into distinct sections with different communicative purposes. In contrast, the 
emphasis of compositional styles is on how action researchers communicate theoretical 
contributions through their origins in compositional elements: P, A, FA, FI, MPS, and MR.  
There are also parallels between the notion of compositional styles and the recent literature 
on principles for canonical action research (Davison, Martinsons & Kock 2004) in that both 
explicate insights to help action researchers conduct and report studies that are both rigorous and 
relevant. The principles for canonical action research are, however, conceptualized based on one 
particular approach to action research proposed by Susman and Evered (1978), whereas 
compositional styles are conceptualized based on the compositional elements described and used 
in any action research study (Checkland 1991; McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006). In addition, the 
principles for canonical action research are grounded in general action research methodology, 
whereas the presented compositional styles are grounded in the texts of action research studies 
published in leading IS journals. In discussing the implications of our study for action research 
practice, we will further explore these complementarities to offer practical guidance for action 
research publication in leading journals. 
Implications for Action Research Practice 
Action researchers are advised to use the conceptualization of compositional style to guide 
each project’s publication strategy. Action research lends itself strongly towards pluralist studies 
which facilitate both production of theoretical and practical knowledge (Chiasson, Germonprez 
& Mathiassen 2009; Mathiassen 2002; Mingers 2001). As a result, researchers can often develop 
more than one article from a project (Chiasson, Germonprez & Mathiassen 2009; Mathiassen 
2002). Systematic consideration of compositional styles (see Table 1) can help researchers 
identify publication options and separate concerns as part of developing a publication strategy: 
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• From-the-trenches investigations are suitable if the emphasis is on reporting practical 
insights and lessons from the field related to P and A. Such articles can be effective for 
targeting academic practitioner journals. They are, however, not suited for leading 
journals because of the weak emphasis on communicating contributions to the academic 
literature. 
• Area-of-concern investigations are suitable if opportunities for contribution to some A (or 
FA) can be established in the literature and P can provide appropriate, new insights into 
that A. Sufficient data can in some situations be generated through the diagnose stage 
alone, offering opportunities to publish traditional case studies (Chiasson, Germonprez & 
Mathiassen 2009). In other situations, comprehensive process data can be generated 
throughout the problem-solving cycle as foundation for developing a contribution to A.  
• Framework investigations are suitable if opportunities for contribution to some FI can be 
established in the literature and FI provides relevant support for making sense of P and 
the problem-solving cycle. FI can either directly support diagnosis of problems and 
evaluation of results during the problem-solving cycle, or it can support post-action 
analysis of data generated from the problem-solving cycle. The application of FI creates 
the foundation for critiquing or further developing the framework as a basis for studying 
IS practices.  
• Problem-solving methodology investigations are suitable if opportunities for contribution 
to some MPS can be established in the literature and MPS is appropriate for addressing P. 
One option is to collect sufficient data during the problem-solving cycle to critique an 
existing MPS. Another option is to develop a new or revised MPS that is then applied to P 
and evaluated based on data from the problem-solving cycle. 
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• Research methodology investigations are suitable if opportunities for contribution to 
some MR can be established in the literature and MR is appropriate for organizing the 
research cycle and its interactions with the problem-solving cycle at P. One option is to 
critique an existing MR based on data from the intervention into P. Another option is to 
develop a new or revised MR to guide the intervention into P and subsequently evaluate it 
based on experiences and impacts. 
As researchers consider which primary academic contributions (to A, FA, FI, MPS, or MR) 
they plan to make from a project, they should keep in mind that contributions to different 
elements often are intertwined. If researchers intend to develop more than one contribution, they 
should split these into separate articles or explicitly articulate the relationships between 
contributions. Also, while it is important to consider publication strategy early in an action 
research project, it is equally important to reconsider and revise the strategy as the project 
unfolds and new options emerge (Chiasson, Germonprez & Mathiassen 2009). 
We have synthesized the configuration of compositional elements in exemplar action 
research articles (cf. Table 8 and the Interpretive Results Section) into a comprehensive design 
schema for action research publication (Figure 3), drawing upon Day’s recommendations for 
structuring scientific writing (1971, 1991) and on Davison, Martinsons and Kock’s principles of 
canonical action research (2004).  
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Figure 3: Design Schema for Action Research Articles 
 
The schema advises action researchers to consider six related design elements (introduction, 
background, framing, methods, results, and discussion) as they decide how to structure and 
write-up an article. Related to these design elements, authors should consider how compositional 
elements are emphasized and presented to create a coherent overall argument for contribution, 
how the complementary principles for canonical action research (Davison, Martinsons & Kock 
2004) are addressed to ensure rigor and relevance, and how some of Day’s more specific advice 
(1971, 1991) can be applied to improve the writing. Based on target journal traditions, author 
Introduction. Introduce A and motivate objective of study. Introduce P and M as 
appropriate for addressing research objective. State principal results by making clear 
how C is a contribution to one or more of A, P, F, or M (Checkland 1991; McKay & 
Marshall 2001). 
 
Background. Provide a review of the pertinent literature within those areas to which C 
is a contribution; consider the Principle of Theory (Davison, Martinsons & Kock 2004). 
Substantiate the motivation for the study by evaluating what we know and don’t know. 
State RQ. 
 
Framing. Introduce and argue for an existing or revised F (FA and FI) as a means for 
structuring and supporting data collection and analysis; consider the Principle of Theory 
(Davison, Martinsons & Kock 2004). 
 
Methods. Describe and argue for MR, MPS, and MC; consider the Principle of the 
Cyclical Process Model (Davison, Martinsons & Kock. 2004). Introduce P to provide 
context for analysis (Pettigrew 1987) and to allow for subsequent discussion of 
transferability of results (Checkland & Holwell 1998); consider the Principle of the 
Researcher-Client Agreement (Davison, Martinsons & Kock 2004). 
 
Results. Present results of the problem-solving cycle based on MPS; consider the 
Principle of Change through Action (Davison, Martinsons & Kock 2004). Present results 
of the research cycle based on MR. Focus on representative data, use tables and 
graphs (Day 1971); consider the Principle of Learning through Reflection (Davison, 
Martinsons & Kock 2004). 
 
Discussion. Discuss Cs as response to RQ based on Results and related to 
Background literature; consider the Principle of Learning through Reflection (Davison, 
Martinsons & Kock 2004). Don’t repeat results, discuss relationships to literature, 
provide possible explanations, explicate conclusions with evidence for each conclusion, 
and state theoretical and practical implications (Day 1971). 
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preferences, and literature base, these considerations will result in a variety of ways to structure 
action research articles. This is illustrated in Table 8 in which the structure of each exemplar 
article is mapped against the individual elements of the design schema for action research articles 
(Figure 3). Early consideration of how compositional elements are emphasized and presented in 
each article will guide subsequent writing of articles. Equally important, however, it will help 
action researchers consider and organize compositional elements and their relations in ways that 
more likely lead to high-quality articles.  
Table 8: Structure of Exemplar Action Research Articles 
 
For additional, exemplary guidance on how to write articles of different compositional styles, 
IS researchers can consider the articles presented in the Interpretive Results Section, they can 
review other of the 63 articles in Appendix A, or they can consider appropriate action research 
articles in the journals they target. 
Our study also has specific implications for how to further develop action research as an 
important approach to engaged scholarship within the IS field. While there is a well-established 
tradition for adopting the two methodology styles (59%), there are considerably fewer area-of-
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concern investigations (22%) and framework investigations (6%). In particular, there are few 
overall area-of-concern investigations with a conceptual focus (3%) and few contributions to 
social theories beyond the IS domain (FI) (6%). Each of these compositional styles represent 
opportunities for IS researchers to further develop action research within the discipline. Our 
analysis also suggests areas in which action researchers and reviewers can drive article quality, 
legitimacy, and acceptance within the IS community: 1) Clear specification of the problem 
setting (P) is required to present the contextual aspects of a study (Pettigrew 1987) and to discuss 
transferability of findings to other contexts (Checkland & Holwell 1998, 2006); however, P was 
only clearly specified in 84% of the articles. 2) There is broad agreement that specification of 
theoretical framing (F) and discussion of theoretical assumptions and implications is important, 
but only 79% of the articles include a clear specification of FA or FI. 3) Publication in leading 
journals inevitably requires clarity on the adopted method of investigation (M); still, the 
problem-solving method (MPS) is only clearly specified in 63%, the research methods (MR) in 
63%, and the action research cycles (MC) in 62% of articles. 4) An emphasis on only one or two 
academic contributions (C) in each article would allow authors to articulate the primary 
contribution more strongly and specify other compositional elements with more rigor and detail; 
however, IS action researchers on average communicate 2.3 contributions to the academic 
literature per journal article. 
CONCLUSION 
Drawing on traditional genre theory, existing action research theory (Checkland 1991; 
McKay & Marshall 2001, 2006) and an empirical investigation of action research articles in 
leading IS journals, this study has established compositional style as a tool for analyzing, 
guiding, and communicating action research publication in leading academic journals. In 
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addition, we have shown how IS action researchers have favored certain types of studies while 
leaving other options underexplored, have revealed important strength and weaknesses in how 
studies are published, and have analyzed exemplar articles to provide guidance on publishing 
action research in leading journals. We argue that these contributions can help further develop 
and shape action research texts and practices, and further develop action research as an important 
approach to engaged scholarship within IS research by helping both researchers and reviewers 
improve article quality, legitimacy, acceptance and novelty. 
As is always the case, our study has specific limitations that need mentioning. We have 
focused on journal articles as texts without knowledge of the underlying research practices. We 
have drawn on specific conceptions of action research (Checkland 1991; McKay & Marshall 
2001, 2006) without, for example, considering control perspectives (Avison, Baskerville & 
Myers 2001) or positivist perspectives (DeLuca, Gallivan & Kock 2008). Finally, we have 
grounded our analysis in publication practices within the IS discipline. Future research into 
action research practices in other academic fields and from complementary perspectives can help 
critique and further develop the concept of compositional style as a contribution to action 
research theory and practice. 
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APPENDIX A: CODED ARTICLES  
 
Chiasson, Germonprez, and Mathiassen
Organizational application of IT [1]
The process of systems development [2]
IS management [3]
The organizational value of IS [4]
The societal impact of IS [5]
Area-of-concern of Concern Real World Problem Setting F in Support of A F independent of A Problem Solving Method Research Method AR Cycles Primary
A P FA FI MPS MR MC CP CA CFI CMPS CMR Contribution
Author Year
Chiasson 2002 1 C C C V C C X X X X C [F] Framework Investigation (Critique)
de Vreede & de Bruijn 1999 1 C C V C C C X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Critique)
Hasan et al. 2000 4 C V V V V C X X X C [A] From-the-trenches
Iversen et al. 1999 2 C C V C V C X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Kawalek & Wood-Harper 2002 1 C C V C C V X X C [Mps] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Critique)
Baskerville & Stage 1996 2 V C C C V C X X X X C [Mps] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Braa et al. 2004 5 C C C V C C X X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Development)
Iversen et al. 2004 2 C C C C C C X X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Straub and Welke 1998 3 C C C C C C X X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Conceptual)
Kaiser & Bostrom 1982 2 C C C V V C X X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Markus et al. 2002 2 C C C C V V X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Kohli & Kettinger 2004 4 C C C V C C X X X X X C [F] Framework Investigation (Critique)
Lindgren et al. 2004 2 C C C C C C X X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Martensson & Lee 2004 3 V C C C C C X X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Development)
Street & Meister 2004 2 C C C C C C X X X X X C [F] Framework Investigation (Critique)
Briggs et al. 1999 1 C C C C V C X X X C [P] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
de Vreede 1998 4 C C V C C C X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
den Hengst & de Vreede 2004 2 C C C C C V X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Allen et al. 2000 3 C C V C C V X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Davison & Vogel 2000 4 C C V V V C X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Development)
Davison et al. 2004 3 V C V C V V X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Development)
Grant & Ngwenyama 2003 2 V C V V V C X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Ibbott & O'Keefe 2004 4 C C C V C V X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Kautz & Nielsen 2004 2 C C C V V V X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Kock 2001 4 C C V V C C X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Peppard et al. 2000 3 V C C C C C X X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Conceptual)
Tang et al. 2004 1 C C V C C V X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Vidgen 2002 2 C C V C V V X X C [P] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Vrechopolous et al. 2003 2 C V V C V V X X X C [MPS] From-the-trenches
Burstein & Linger 2003 3 V C C V V V X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Chiasson & Dexter 2001 2 C C V C C C X X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Critique)
Davison 2001 4 C C V C V C X X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Development)
Davison & Martinsons 2002 2 C C C C C C X X X C[MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Critique)
Farbey et al. 1999 4 C V V C C V X X C [P] From-the-trenches
Finnegan et al. 2003 2 C C C C C V X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Critique)
Gregor & Jones 1999 1 C C C V C V X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Critique)
Heiskanen 1995 2 C C C C C C X X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Development)
Kock & McQueen 1995 4 C C C V V V X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Mathiassen 2002 2 V V V C C V X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Development)
Mumford 2001 2 V V C C V V X X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Critique)
Nosek & Mandviwalla 1996 2 C C C V C C X X C [P] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Olesen & Myers 1999 4 C C C V C C X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Parker & Swatman 1995 1 C V V V C V X X C [P] From-the-trenches
Rose 2002 2 C C C C C C X X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Songkhla 1997 1 C C C C C C X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Critique)
Akkermans & van Helden 2002 1 C C V C C V X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Critique)
Hitchman 1997 2 V V V V V V X C [A] From-the-trenches
Kanellis et al. 1999 4 C V V V C V X X C [MPS] From-the-trenches
Ledington & Ledington 1999 2 V C C C V C X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Lindgren et al. 2003 2 C V V C C C X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Salmela et al. 2000 3 C C C V V C X C [A] From-the-trenches
Simon 2000 3 C V V V C C X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Critique)
Kock 1998 1 C C C C C C X X X C [F] Framework Investigation (Critique)
Lee 2002 3 C V V C V C X X C [P] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Ngwenyama 1993 2 C C C C C C X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Stein 1995 3 C V V V V C X X C[P] From-the-trenches
Baskerville & Pries-Heje 1999 2 C V C C C C X X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Critique)
Braa & Vidgen 1999 2 C V V V C C X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Critique)
Henfridsson & Lindgren 2005 2 C C C C C C X X X X C [MPS] Problem-solving Method Investigation (Development)
Jonsson 1992 2 C C C V V V X X X C [A] Area-of-concern Investigation (Empirical)
Reeves-Ellington & Anderson 1997 1 C C C C V V X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Critique)
Thompson 2002 3 C C C C C C X X X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Critique)
Wastell et al. 2004 2 C V V C C V X X X C [MR] Research Method Investigation (Critique)
Compositional  Style
DataBase
MISQ
I & M
I & O
JMIS
ISJ
ITP
EJIS
Research Contributions
CODES
Clearly Specified [C]
Vaguely Specified [V]
or
Explicated [X]
Not Explicated [-]
or
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